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Abstract. Kazakhstan is transitioning to a national state as a new subject of sovereignty. In the 
Kazakhstan’s case, the national-state construction has received an ethnolinguistic connotation 
and symbolizes the Kazakh nation’s revival. This complicates the formation of a new national 
identity on a civil basis and leads to the strengthening of ethnic identifications among younger 
people, especially in the Kazakh-speaking regions. This highlights the need to study the role and 
impact which the modal tendencies of nation building have on the identification of the regional 
youth. Meanwhile, the key dimensions of young people’s life include social disorder and insecu-
rity, which, combined with the uncertain prospects of education and employment, worsen social 
sentiment and complicate their self-identification in this environment. This, in fact, determines 
the relevance of this study, as well as its scientific and practical significance. The purpose of 
this article involves a comparative analysis of the role and impact of modal tendencies of nation 
building in Kazakhstan on the formation of certain types of social identity, namely, civil and 
ethnic—youth living in various regions of the Republic of Kazakhstan. The empirical basis of 
the article includes the results of a survey of young people aged 15-29 years conducted in all the 
regions of Kazakhstan from 23 April to 6 May 2016. These results show the role and influence 
of modal trends in nation building on identification processes in regional youth groups and the 
ethnic conflict potential. The author highlights the specifics of the existing risks associated with 
the growth of ethnic identity of the young residents of Kazakhstan in the context of potential 
social and political consequences for the republic.
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INTRODUCTION
In the post-Soviet countries, the 1990s were specific for their acute stage of ethnic 
and psychological adaptation of the population to the conditions of changes. Ka-
zakhstan, having the highest degree of ethnic diversity in the world [2], has not 
passed this stage because of transitioning to the state Kazakh monolingualism. The 
march of national sovereignties emphasized the problem of identity as an object 
of sociological analysis. Meanwhile, in Kazakhstan, apart from researchers who 
specialize in this field (namely, M. S. Shaikemelev, G. T. Telebaev, G. N. Bily-
alova, and R. S. Aryn), few have studied the problem of identity systematically. 
Even though civil and ethnic identity is a significant topic in sociological surveys, 
which measure and account for them, when estimating and interpreting the ongo-
ing transformations. 

Despite this, the identification processes proved to be the “resource”, the soci-
ological content of which still remains unclear. In the discussed sphere, there is a 
situation, in which 

“the distinction between scientific knowledge and any narrative (socio-cultural 
conversation about society) gets practically erased, as Zh. T. Toshchenko writes. 
Disguised as the fashionable discourse (understood as a type of speech communi-
cation focused on discussion and justification of significant actions, opinions, and 
statements of its participants), in fact, there is an often non- or low-binding discus-
sions or even mere conversations devoid of any scientific analysis” [8, p. 4]. 

The demarcation line between the applied studies that focus on the problem of 
identity is often seen only in the differences of authors’ preferences for choosing 
different aspects of the problem and their interpretations. They mostly contain in-
formative data without any clear description of the methodological approach and 
its initial criteria. 

Despite the terms “identity”, “civil identity”, and “ethnic identity” being includ-
ed in the thesaurus of sociology, their definitions are still ambiguous. This led to 
the interpretation of a more thorough analysis, which would require the level of 
conceptual and methodological developments. This, practically, means the further 
development of the tradition started in the soviet period of Kazakhstan by A. Kh. 
Kasymzhanov, M. S. Orynbekov, M. M. Suzhikov, O. A. Segizbayev, D. K. Kshi-
bekov, A. I. Artemyev, and K. Sh. Shulembayev among others. Their many scien-
tific achievements build the foundation for theoretical and methodological research 
in the field of identification processes. Successful attempts in finding the link be-
tween the conceptualization and the results of studying Kazakh ethnic and cultur-
al identity belong to A. N. Nysanbayev and M. S. Shaikemelev [7]. The works by 
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G. N. Bilyalova [3, 4], M. S. Shaikemelev [10], and R. S. Aryn [1] are also meth-
odologically important in terms of developing the problems of civil and ethnic 
identity. However, this problem remains relevant not only for scientific and meth-
odological reasons, but also because of the existing demand for its development in 
the management practice. This problem is closely tied to the questions of national 
and state construction in Kazakhstan, which has obtained the ethnic and linguistic 
connotation under the banner of Kazakh ethnic identity’s revival. Among the ma-
jority of the young people (especially in the regions), these processes have gener-
ated a “revolution of growing expectations” (in D. S. Davies’s terminology) [5], 
which leads, on the one hand, to the rise of ethnic Kazakh self-consciousness; on 
the other—to the accumulation of factors of deprivation and inversions of youth 
consciousness. The types of inverse reaction of Russians, Uighurs, and Koreans 
living in Kazakhstan to the implemented national-state policy are described in 
detail in the publication by O. Natsuko [6]. With the growing practical demand, 
the interest to the problem of civil and ethnic identification appears more than just 
sociological.

METHODS
This article uses the research materials of the Association of Sociologists and Po-
litical Scientists of Kazakhstan within the research project “Ethnoreligious identi-
fications of regional youth of Kazakhstan” (23 April — 6 May 2016). 

“The research method involves a survey based on a standardized questionnaire 
in the Kazakh and Russian languages, using the face-to-face method, at the place 
of the respondents’ residence. The sampling is multi-stage and random. The 
frame for geographical correlation of the sample is the administrative-territori-
al division of Kazakhstan into regions adopted by the Statistics Committee of 
the Ministry of National Economy of the Republic of Kazakhstan, followed by 
the grouping of regions into geographical regions (North — East — center — 
West — South). The survey has covered 14 regions (5 areas) of Kazakhstan, 
29 localities (15 small towns or monotowns and 14 rural settlements). The se-
lection of households was carried out by a random route method with a five-fold 
selection step. The interviewees include 1,404 respondents aged 15-29 years; 
among them, urban residents—393, rural—1,011” [9, pp. 5-6]. 

Sample populations represent the gender, age, national, and settlement structures 
of general populations (youth 15-29 years old in the regions). The average statis-
tical error in the Republic and regions is less than 1%.

The logical and methodological construction of the empirical material was per-
formed on the basis of the research technique of comparativism. The latter has great 
descriptive capabilities in relation to the primary data. As a scientific direction, 
comparativism emerged among the sociologists of the Chicago school (USA) in 
the early 1920s. It saw the rise of interest in 1950s owing to the works of R. Ben-
edict, D. Lerner, A. Inkels, H. Cantrill, M. Farber, F. Frey, K. Buck, M. Stykos, and 
O. Kleinberg [11]. The Russian methodological studies on comparativism appeared 
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the 1990s. The most prominent of them was Comparative Political Sociology by 
M. Dogan and D. Pelassi. It presented a systematic analysis of the essence and 
strategies of the comparative method [5, p. 149]. 

Comparativism is a universal model that provides a synthesis of elements of 
theory and empirical data. As G. Sartori notes, 

“In fact, the data is the information that is distributed in ‘conceptual vessels’ 
and processed in them. In addition, since non-experimental sciences depend 
to a great extent on the accumulation of factual material, i. e., on external 
(non-laboratory) observations, the empirical question is what exactly turns 
the concept into a useful and really reliable ‘container’ for collecting facts” 
[12, p. 75]. 

The methodological basis of this study employs three basic strategies of com-
parativism, conventionally called the “three-dimensional approach” due to their 
complementarity: the method of segmentation of the whole and selection of the 
segment as the object of research, the method of comparison of relatively homo-
geneous objects (otherwise called the regional approach), and the method of com-
parison of contrasting objects. Regional groups of young people were selected from 
the primary social context. The “second-order” comparison method was used: the 
hierarchy of groups of variables and their relationship were compared. This allowed 
identifying stable signs of regionally differentiated groups of young people. The 
“zonal” study (regional approach) allowed tracing the determining influence of 
modal trends in national-state construction (transition to state Kazakh monolin-
gualism, traditionalization of informal youth relations, activities of national-Patri-
otic associations, etc.) on identification processes in the youth environment. The 
contrast comparison has revealed two focus groups due to their indicative speci-
ficity: Kazakh- and Russian-speaking Kazakhs. This method has aided in isolating 
more fractional sociological types in the groups of young people with supra-ethnic 
and ethnic identification.

In the existing variety of identity concepts, most of them have similar content: 
identity is understood as a certain result of an individual’s reflection of his or her 
affiliation with a certain community. This is a complex, ambivalent, and multi-lev-
el construct, which is why it is the subject of different approaches. The following 
approach has promising conceptual possibilities for its study: 

“In every socio-cultural whole, there is not only a system of different kinds 
of identities, but also a hierarchy of them within this system, G. Sartori 
says. Moreover, this hierarchy (or at least its individual components) usu-
ally has value attributes and is characterized by different prestige. Each 
individual has more than one identities; thus, he or she is, as called by 
some authors, ‘polyidentical’. Moreover, in the course of his or her life, 
such an individual can acquire new identities and lose or simply get rid of 
the old ones” [12, p. 16-17]. 
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In our opinion, the main message of this approach is that the identity is not 

static or exhaustive, it is dynamic and selective: “Identity reveals itself in the 
processes of its establishment, i. e. in the processes of identification” [12, p. 17]. 
The need to analyze identification processes in regional groups of young people 
is associated with the differentiating influence of nation-building in Kazakhstan, 
accompanied by the erosion of the former system of values that cemented civil 
identity, and the strengthening of ethnic identities. Civil identity is understood 
as a conscious (or as most often observed among the young people, unconscious) 
perception of people’s affiliation with a single state-forming community (a nation 
of citizens of the state), while the ethnic identity—to their ethnic community (to 
“their roots”).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The official transition of the country to the state Kazakh monolingualism com-
plicates the interethnic relations among the regional youth. According to the 
survey, the level of inter-ethnic alienation of the young people is on average 
19.4% (“there are no relations”, “interests do not overlap”). The maximum to-
wards what the young people of different ethnic groups are open is to maintain 
friendly relations (68.3%), to a lesser extent—to study/work in the same team 
(48.7%), and to be neighbors (40.7%). Most representatives of the main ethnic 
groups of young people remained shut to closer interaction, such as developing 
a joint business (only one in five of the respondents is willing to do so) or enter-
ing into an international marriage (only one in seven of the respondents).

The complex language situation indicates the complexity of the process of 
language transformation in the Republic. The law on languages, according to 
which the Kazakh language became the state language, was adopted in 1994. 
However, 22 years later, only one in twenty of the surveyed representatives of 
the Russian youth in Kazakhstan is fluent in Kazakh (5%); among the Rus-
sian-speaking Kazakhs, none indicated a fluent knowledge of the Kazakh lan-
guage. Contrary to these groups, 100% of Kazakh-speaking Kazakhs and 33.7% 
of the representatives of other ethnic groups (most likely of Asian origin) are 
fluent in the state language. The speech preferences of the Russian speaking youth 
do not correspond to the current state language policy on legitimization of the 
Kazakh language as the only state language: 86.7% of Russian respondents speak 
only the Russian language. Among the Russian-speaking Kazakhs and represent-
atives of other ethnic groups, the values of this indicator are 72.3 and 51.2%, 
respectively.

The analysis of the survey results shows that the “pressure point” of civil 
identification is the language policy of the state. The latter does not eliminate, 
but aggravates the ethnic and linguistic split between the Kazakh- and Rus-
sian-speaking young people. The fact is that despite the decrease in the share 
of Russians in the national structure of youth, there is still a high proportion 
of Russian speakers. Therefore, the Russian language retains a fairly solid 
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foundation in the mechanism that determines local civil identification. The 
state’s language policy does not take into account that the reduction of the use 
of the Russian language without providing real opportunities to increase the 
scope of the Kazakh language is a conflict-prone factor for young people. Ac-
cording to the survey, the main line of tension in the interethnic relations among 
the regional youth “divides” Kazakh- and Russian-speaking Kazakhs. A weak-
er tension arises in the relations between the Russians on the one hand and the 
Kazakh-speaking Kazakhs on the other. One in six Russian respondents noted 
the tension in their relations with Kazakh-speaking Kazakhs (one in seven Ka-
zakh-speaking Kazakhs indicate the same tension in their relations with Rus-
sians). In this regard, it is very symptomatic that the levels of expectations of 
open inter-ethnic conflict among the Russian and Russian-speaking Kazakhs 
coincide: one in seven respondents among them believe that the conflict among 
the young people “can not be avoided”, “everything is leading to this”. Such 
unanimity of expectations cannot be a coincidence. According to mental char-
acteristics, Russian-speaking Kazakhs are closer to their Russian rather than 
Kazakh-speaking peers. In the latter group, the level of expectations is 1.6 times 
lower. The main factor of dissatisfaction with the language policy on the part 
of the Kazakh-speaking youth is the timing of the transition to the state Kazakh 
monolingualism, while the Russian-speaking youth notes not so much the tran-
sition itself (many understand its necessity), as the methods and measures 
(sometimes illegal) of its implementation. According to the survey, violations 
of rights based on ethnic language in education and professional activities are 
1.4-2.4 times more likely to be committed against the Russians than the Ka-
zakhs (15.8 and 28.7%, respectively, compared to 10.9 and 12.2%) and 1.3-1.9 
times more likely to be committed against other ethnic groups (13.9 and 23.5%, 
respectively).

Accordingly, the majority of representatives of other nationalities living in the 
Republic of Kazakhstan regard the Kazakh language becoming the only state 
language as a violation of democracy, putting them in an unequal position com-
pared to the representatives of the titular nation. The results of the study empir-
ically confirm the hypothetical risk of mass “release” of conflict-related energy 
of the young people on ethnic grounds. The level of ethnic conflict potential 
among the Kazakh- and Russian-speaking Kazakhs, Russians, and others is 56.9, 
35.2, 46.3, and 44.6%, respectively. It is manifested mainly in the West (70.7%), 
central (54.0%), and South (52.2%) of the Republic.

A destructive factor that can threaten inter-ethnic peace and harmony in the 
Republic in the near future is the rise of Kazakh ethnic nationalism among the 
regional youth, which shows their intolerance to the Russian-speaking residents 
of the Republic of Kazakhstan, including the representatives of the titular nation. 
This is an indicator of the growing politicization of ethnic tensions in the Repub-
lic. One of the features of the internal political situation in connection with the 
ongoing process of nation-building is the activation of ethnically oriented youth 
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associations. This is a new form of political struggle. It is not conspicuous be-
cause it has an extra-parliamentary character (the party field is closed for ethni-
cally oriented associations). There is a latent politicization of ethnic tension due 
to the involvement in the orbit of influence of ethnically oriented associations of 
segments of various youth subcultures. In the coming years, the mobilizing “eth-
nic idea” can count on the support of the majority of the Kazakh-speaking youth, 
especially in the West of the country: more than 50% consider themselves na-
tional patriots, and almost 60% see associations of the Kazakh ethnic plan as a 
constructive social force. As for the Russian-speaking youth, the majority of them 
are distanced from ethnically oriented public associations.

The deepening ethnic and linguistic split polarizes the regional youth according 
to the criteria of civil identification. The basis of civil identification of the Ka-
zakh-speaking youth, as a rule, is an ethnic criterion—identification of their citizen-
ship with the ethnic Kazakh state (merging of ethnic and civil identity constitutes 
more than 50%). The civil identification of the Russian-speaking youth is mostly 
supra-ethnic in its nature—more than 70% their citizenship with the country regard-
less of their ethnicity. These polar groups are heterogeneous in terms of the type of 
values that define civic identity. Kazakh-speaking youth in the prevailing majority 
(more than 54%) share the installation of ethnocentrism of moderate and radical 
types, which are based on ethnic opposition. Moderate ethnocentrists (over 40%) 
perceive Kazakhstan as a country of Kazakhs, where all non-Kazakhs are ethnic 
minorities, but together with the Kazakhs they determine and bear the responsibility 
for the future of Kazakhstan. For ethnocentrists of the radical type (one in seven 
Kazakh-speaking Kazakhs among the surveyed), Kazakhstan is only for Kazakhs. 
This hides a whole “set of grievances” that take the form of ethnic and national ones. 
This category of respondents perceives ethnic Kazakh nation-building as compen-
sation for the “historical trauma” suffered. In the structure of civil identification of 
the Russian-speaking youth, their basic character has the value of national unity on 
a general civil basis (more than 50% in the group of Russian-speaking Kazakhs and 
more than 70% in the group of Russians). However, one in six identifies their citi-
zenship with the “Small Homeland” (the place of their residence), which mainly 
includes the Russians and the Russian-speaking Kazakhs (on in three).

CONCLUSION
The results of a comparative analysis of the role and influence of modal trends of 
nation-building in Kazakhstan on identification processes in regional groups of 
young people lead to the following conclusions:

The construction of a new framework of the national state in the spirit of the 
revival of the Kazakh nation has led to significant changes in the ethnic and demo-
graphic structure of the regional youth in favor of the Kazakh-speaking Kazakhs 
(87%). The main contribution to this process belongs to the program for the return 
of compatriots to Kazakhstan, the transition to the state Kazakh monolingualism, 
the change of the ideological vector of the country’s history, in the context of which 
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the Kazakh khanate begins to play a much more significant role as a reference point. 
Youth is a resource for nation-building on an ethnic basis.

The identification structure of regional Kazakh-speaking youth has an internal 
hierarchy, in which ethnicity becomes the most valuable parameter of civil iden-
tity. In fact, civil identity means belonging to the titular ethnic group as a 
state-forming community. In the hierarchy of identities of the Russian-speaking 
youth, the top position belongs to the affiliation with a united state-forming peo-
ple—Kazakhstanis.

This study has shown that the majority of the surveyed youth (more than 
70% among the representatives of the Kazakh-speaking population) support 
informal relationships of the traditionalist type. This trend is most pronounced 
in the Kazakh-speaking parts of the country—the West and South. According-
ly, the signs of traditionalization of behavioral attitudes and orientations in the 
regional groups of the young people can be fixed: high importance of genea-
logical priorities of ethnic identification (compulsory knowledge of one’s her-
itage and ancestry).

The politicization of the ethnic Kazakh identity results in excessive de-
mands of the Kazakh-speaking youth (especially in the West) for fluency in 
the state language and acceptance of the Kazakh culture, which they address 
to the people occuping responsible state positions. A mandatory criterion for 
being promoted to a higher state position (which has an imperative character 
in the eyes of a representative part of the Kazakh-speaking respondents) is 
“to be Kazakh”.

The regional differentiation and disparities in the development of regions 
cause the lack of unity among the young people, who are characterized by “pa-
rochial” interests and increased sensitivity to the issues of ethnic identification. 
The low resistance of young people (especially the Kazakh-speaking ones) to 
the influence of nationalists of different ethnic backgrounds makes them the 
object of propaganda and manipulation by political forces interested in the 
power crisis situation.

Thus, the Republic of Kazakhstan faces historical changes, when an identi-
ty crisis inevitably arises, which is largely related to the problems of civil 
self-determination. The main difficulty for young people is that they cannot 
understand what they are creating—a state of Kazakhs and for Kazakhs? Or a 
nation of citizens of the state, which is understood as Kazakhstanis? An ade-
quate answer to this question should be the formation of the general civil na-
tional policy. First, it is necessary to remove the language issue from the epi-
center of criticism and speculation on the part of primarily Kazakh nationalists 
who use populist methods of dramatizing difficulties and contradictions. In a 
country where the introduction of the official language of the titular ethnic 
group is a relatively recent phenomenon, it is impossible to play along with 
ethnic prejudices and segregationist attitudes without threatening its security. 
Secondly, a reasonable transition involves creating guaranteed conditions for 
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meeting the needs and interests of all groups o other ethnicities and laanguag-
es living in Kazakhstan, as well as countering forced unification in the spirit 
of “titular ethnic nationalism”.
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